BISWANATH BANERJEE 


ETHICS AND PHILOSOPHY IN THE RAMAYANA 


Valmiki’s Ramayana is a unique literary creation acclaimed as 


the bedrock of Indian morality moulding the life, thought and activi-_ 


ties of Indians for centuries. The epic contains universal precepts for 
the regulation of human conduct in all actions and conditions. 
Without going into technical details the work instructs us in the duties 
_ of life. The sage-poet has asserted the force and efficacy of the good 
and the truthful against the utmost evil, teaching us to love and practi- 
se virtues. Like the Gita the poem interprets the world as a battlefield 
where the ethical force becomes victorious against the non-ethical. 
Like any other Indian text of this nature ethics, religion and philo- 
sophy have been propounded here in a manner that has sustained the 
highest ideal of humanity in India since time immemorial. It is not a 
vain boast of the poet when he claims that his life-graphy of Rama 
shall endure so long as the rivers and the mountains will exist on the 
earth!: 

ydvat sthdsyanti girayah saritas ca mahitale / 

tavad Ramayana kathd lokesu pracarisyati // 


_ -The epic has sometimes been held as an allegorical poem, a tale 
of conflict between the deva, the divine Power which is the inspira- 
tion of the intelligence-stuff, sdttvika-pravriti, and the asura, the 
demonic force which is the inspiration of the energy-stuff, rdjasa- 


1. VR. 1.2.36. 


22 Biswanath Banerjee 


pravrtti. The Brhadaranyaka Upanisat speaks* of two sons of 
Prajapati, the Creator — the asuras, the elders, and the devas, the 
youngers. Both of them aspired after the lordship of whole of the sen- 
sual world for their exclusive enjoyment and the devas declared that 
they would defeat the asuras by the udgitha’ i.e., the Power of the 
OM-kara. The two sons of the Creator-are Vak, the. speech, andthe 
Prdnas, the vital winds. They attain divinity or demonic status by 
their respective conducts. Equipped with sastric knowledge and con- 
secrated by the results of the performance of karman the Pranas 
become the devas, while those with worldly knowledge having 
performed karman guided by material sense-perception and inference 
and applying them only to self-gratification are considered as the asu- 
ras. Faculties like Vak with the intelligence-stuff or sattva-guna and 
those with the energy-stuff or rajo-guna have come to be designated 
gradually as the devas and asuras respectively. 

As with the sons of the Creator every created being particularly 
man is having a constant conflict between the two elements of good 
or deva and evil or asura. The devas are younger i.e., lesser numeri- 
cally and the asuras are elder or larger in numbers. Since every man 
desires to gain material enjoyment and to perform such actions as are 
cognizable by sense-perception and inference, while, on the other 
hand, attainment of Sastric knowledge and performance of karman 
accordingly are no easy task and inspiration to such things does not 

come often, the former is larger in numbers than the latter. It is a natu- 
ral phenomenon that attraction for sensual enjoyments or dominance 
of an evil propensity comes up in the mind of a human being first, and 
later by a wise counsel or inspired by an example set by truthful one 
such a bent of mind is overcome leading to a divine state. In the 
minds of human beings these two elements are fighting each other 
constantly. When the sattva-guna prevails it is the time for righteou- 
sness and truth elevating man to a higher state equalling divinity, and 
when the rajas-quality is in full swing it is the reign of the asuras, 
while a state of equality between the two creates the realm of man. 
The fight between the devas and asuras is the fight between the good 


2. Brhada@ranyaka. 1,3.i. 
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and the bad, between the sat and the asat. The Kenopanisat exempli- 
fies how the demonic inspiration of self-praising or an egoist propen- 
sity brings about the discomfiture of gods. It is only after the removal 
of this attitude that they regain lost glory and power. In the Kathopa- 
nisat Yama advises Naciketas about Sreyas, the superior bliss or fortu- 
ne and the preyas or worldly happiness or fortune, which are nothing 
but the divine state and demonic spirits respectively. The attainment 
of the Sreyas is extremely difficult and ordinary men are inclined to 
win the preyas in the form of material wealth. But the preyas can not 
bring about peace and happiness in a man and instances are not rare in 
the world that wealthy people well established in life suffer from 
mental disquietude. A constant fight between the sreyas and the 
preyas is going on in their minds where the attraction for the preyas 
becomes irresistible. For the attainment of the Sreyas it is necessary to 
possess sublime qualities like practice of meditation (tapasyd), endu- 
rance (dhairya), non-covetousness (alobha), non-violence (ahimsd). 
Without divine grace and effects of the performance of meritorious 
karman the Sreyas can not be achieved’. 

With this background of the Upanisadic idea of the good and the 
bad, the sat and the asat, the Sreyas and the preyas, it is possible to 
explain the epic poem as an allegory of a fight between the divine qua- 
lities and demonic spirits. Rama is the symbol of divine aspirations and 
Ravana stands for the demonic spirits. In the beginning Ravana and his 
associates of the rajo-guna have triumphed but ultimately can not stand 
before the divine aspirations of Rama possessing sattva-quality. The 
rdksasas are annihilated and the good prevails over the evil. Rama has 
appeared on the earth to uproot the demonic influence and establish the 
rule of righteousness. Valmiki proves beyond doubt that whatever suc- 
cess the evil aspirations might achieve at the outset it is sure to lose the 
ground at the end. Ravana with his demonic force of the rajas-quality 
has terrified the three worlds only to be routed by Raima of the sattva- 
quality. Undoubtedly Ravana symbolises the evil aspirations since he is 
neither penitent about his wrongful actions or misconduct nor has he 
the least prick of conscience against committing any sin. In Ravana are 
found in abundance those evil possessions like vanity, ego, cruelty, 
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ignorance etc. which are generally considered as unholy propensities. 
Rama, on the other hand, is clearly a man of sattva-quality. In the 
beginning of the poem Rama has been referred to as a man, perhaps a 
man par excellence, and the aim of Valmiki seems to have been the 
characterisation of Rama as a human being who by his attainments and 
qualities elevates himself to the state of divinity. It was perhaps 
Valmiki’s idea that abstract moral philosophy or sermons without a 
touch of the real life and devoid of practical utility may not be able to 
influence or mould the course of human nature and conduct. He has 
depicted the career of Rama to advise us.to emulate Rama who has 
created a moral standard by his actions and sufferings and we see befo- 
re us his reactions to serious problems in highly critical situations. 
Valmiki’s characters are full-blooded men with superior moral stature. 
It is well said® that one «who reads the Ramayana thinking that ... he is 
dealing with God, will get nothing out of it». Rama is not to be conside- 
red ‘as a man in whom there was all knowledge, all propriety, all vir- 
tues from the beginning, unfailing till the very end. That is not the way 
to read his life but as a man who struggled, was tempted, who had his 
weakness»®. Not only Rama but Sita, Sumantra, Bharata, Laksmana and 
others also have emotional upheavals or explosions under the strain of 
life and all of them behave like common men’. 

Many times we find Rama confronted with both the sreyas and 
preyas at the same time and always he is set to accept the Sreyas 
without hesitation. He loses his throne and has to go in exile at the 
moment of his consecration. He does not protest against it nor does he 
blame his father and’ step-mother for this sudden turn of events. He 
does not even express his resentment or excitement over it but accepts 
the situation with fortitude and calmness. He tells his step-mother that 
he does not like to be there as one seeking personal interests — n@ham 
arthaparo devi lokam dvastum utsahe’, Rama consoles his afflicted 
mother lamenting at the news of her son’s banishment by saying that 
he is to abide by the verdict of his father and that is the eternal law: 


6. Loc. cit. 
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pitur niyoge sthatavyam esa dharmah sandtanah?. At the end of the 
Latika-war Rama advised his hesitant associate Vibhisana to perform 
the last rites of Ravana properly. Enmity ceases with death and our 
aim has been achieved, do the last rites, it is my wish like that of 
yours": 

marandntGni vairani nirvrttam nah prayojanam / 

kriyatam adya samskdro mamdpyesa yatha tava // 

Vasistha could not stop Rama from going to the forest as Rama would 
not make his father DaSaratha behave falsely''. Bharata appreciates 
the unruffled nature of Rama whether in distress or in delight and in 

‘his estimate he is a sthitaprajfia, one firmly established in his 
wisdom”, 

Almost in all its discourses and episodes, in the sermons and 
panegyrics we observe philosophical trends sometimes very clearly 
and somewhere underlying in a subtle manner. It is possible that the 
Samkhya system in its crude form held the minds of the people of the 
age. Everything including man is found to be considered as composed 
of five elements, pajicatattvam dGpanne'*. According to. the poet 
«earth, air, ether, water and light retain their eternal course, maintai- 
ning their respective natures». We may perhaps consider the verses of 
the epic with philosophical fervour as grouped under the following 
topics: 

1. The Supreme Lord (Parame$vara), the nature of the Brahman 

2. The theory of karman, the performance of karman without 

desire (niskama karma), prescribed karman, meritorious kar- 
man, the retribution 

3. Untrue nature of the world, its impermanence 

4. The theory of Kala, Time, role of destiny, Fate etc. 

There are a good number of places where salutations offered or refe- 
rences made to Rama bear much similarity with the Upanisadic con- 
cept of Brahman and the Supreme Lord. In the words of VaSistha, 
Sumitra and Bharata we find such ideas. While describing the family 


9. Ibid. 11.21.49. 
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of the Iksvakus Vagistha describes Brahman as eternal, immutable, 
always-existing which reminds us of the Kathopanisat'* describing 
Atman as ajo nityah saSvato’yam purdnah. Consoling a grief-stricken 
Kausalya Sumitra describes Rama as the Lord of Lords, Sun of the 
Suns, Agni of Agni and so on which reflects the Upanisadic utteran- 
ces.as.in the Kena, Katha.or-Brhaddranyaka'>..When_urged. and 
entreated by Bharata Rama declines to return to Ayodhya Bharata 
becomes extremely sorry. Rama advises Bharata about the imperma- 
nent and mutable nature of the world. Bharata refers to Rama as one 
for whom sufferings or happiness is of no effect as he has realised the 
Atman. Just as a dead being has no utility with the body, in the same 
way one equipped with the knowledge of Atman remains detached 
from the interest about his own body even when he is alive. None can 
bear any malice or attachment towards a non-existent matter so also 
one realising the Supreme can not entertain any feeling of attachment 
or non-attachment even when the matter exists'*: 

yatha mrtas tatha jivan yathasati tatha sati/ 

yasyaisa buddhilabhah syat paritapyeta kena sah // 


Gita speaks'’ in the same vein about a sthitaprajia: 
ragadvesa viyuktais tu visaydn indriyaig caran/ 
atmavasyair vidheyatma prasadam adhigacchati // 


During the Lank4-war the sage Agastya inspires a fatigued and wor- 
ried Rama by giving him in secret the Aditya-hrdaya-stotra revealing 
to him the nature and importance of the Sun-god which appears to be 
in no way different from the nature and greatness of the Brahman or 
Supreme Lord. The devatd is here saluted as the nature of all gods and 
he protects the gods, the divine beings (swra) and the three worlds. He 
is Brahma, Visnu, Siva etc. and by his brilliance Siirya enlivens and 
inspires the world. The Aitareya, SvetaSvatara and ISopanisad descri- 
be Aditya almost in the same manner'®. The devatd is further saluted 
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here as the one who lords over the stars, constellations, planets and 
protects the universe. He is of the nature of consciousness (cinmaya) 
blooming all luminous matters like food etc. and is himself luminous 
by nature. Reminding us of the Svetasvatara" salutation is offered to 
the bright and effulgent one, the heroic, the waker of the lotus and the 
variegated one. While lamenting over her slain consort Mandodari 
salutes Rama as the One without a beginning or end, as the Great of 
the Greats having assumed the form of a human being. He is the 
Visnu with Truth as the Power”. This is almost an echo of the concept 
in the Brhadaranyaka IV.4.20. Sita is about to enter the fire for the 
ordeal when the assembled gods salute Rama as the Creator of all the 
worlds, the all-pervasive One, the object of meditation of the Wise”', 
— which brings us vety close to the image given in the Svetasvatara”. 
Rama’s description’ as the eighth of the Rudras, the fifth of the 
sddhyas, are very much in the manner of the Mundaka I1.1.4. Brahma 
prays to Rama as sahasraSrniga, one with thousand pinnacles, as 
§ataSsirsa, one with hundred heads, as the first Creator of the three 
‘worlds™ which is expressive of the same idea as in the mantra’: 
sahasrasirsa purusah sahsraksah sahsrapat / 
sa bhitmim visvato vrtva’tyatisthaddasangulam // 

In Brahma’s description of Rama as holding the three worlds in his 
body with Brahma as the heart, the goddess of learning as the tongue, 
the gods in the hairs of the body (roma), with the day as his opening of 
eyes (unmesa) and the night as his shutting of the eyes (nimesa) takes 
us very near to the Visvariipadarsana in the Gitd. Kala, the emissary of 
Brahma to Rama says that he was created by Rama when he was lying 
in the ocean-bed”*. When Rama comes to the bank of the river Sarayii 
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to give up his worldly existence Brahma salutes Rama possessing the 
great spirits of Visnu as the great eternal sky, the resort of the whole 
world whom none can realise, and in these passages the ideas expres- 
sed in the Sverasvatara and the Kausitaki can be easily -traced”’. 

The theory of karman in its various aspects, such as karman 
without cherishing any desire, meritorious karman, the unfailing 
results of karman has been treated in the Ramayana through the utte- 
rances of the different characters. All the orthodox schools of Indian 
philosophy including the Jainas and the Bauddhas recognize the doc- 
trine of kKarman and the idea of retribution. The doctrine of karman 
and the imperishable nature of the effects of karman have gone deep 
into the minds of Indians and in the Ramdyana also we find expres- 
sion of this thought or idea. Almost all the characters in the epic refer 
to the unfailing force of karmic effects. The idea of retribution and of 
enjoying the fruits of good or bad actions may be traced in the 
Samhitds, and the Brhadaranyaka speaks of an imperishable karman 
which is not destroyed even though the body perishes”*. We find a 
lamenting DaSaratha explaining to his wife KauSalya immediately 
after Rama’s departure for the forest, the effects of karman”: 

yad acarati kalyani Subham va yadi vasubham / 

tad eva labhate bhadre karté karmajam atmanah // 
whatever karman is performed, good or bad, the doer gets results of 
his doings accordingly. Rama told Khara, the brother-general of 
Ravana in the Dandaka forest™: 

na cirat prapyate loke papanam karmanam phalam / 

savisandm ivanndnam bhuktanam ksanaddacara // 

The doer of any sinful action enjoys its results without delay in the 
way a man eating poisonous food suffers from its effects immediately. 
Mandodari laments over the tragedy of her husband who, she thinks, 
has been slain because of his sinful actions*!: 

§ubhakre. chubham Gpnoti pdpakrt paépam asnute / 

Vibhisanah sukham praptas tvam praptah papam idrsam // 
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Good actions entail good results and bad actions end in bad results, 
that is why Vibhisana enjoys happiness and tragedy has befallen 
Ravana. Even a distressed Rama considers the loss of Sita as owing to 
his Own previous misdeeds: 
piirvam maya niinam abhipsitani papani karmdnyasakrt krtani / 
tatréiyam adya patito vipdko duhkhena duhkham yad aham visami // 


In Indian philosophy, particularly in Buddhism, the essence of kar- 
man is will and it is primarily a voluntary mental act. It is through this 
mental act that verbal and physical actions also become karman. In the 
same way Valmiki holds will as the cause of karman which is 
somewhat a psychological function. Man is the projection of his kar- 


man. Hanuman is referring to mind as the very cause of all actions®. ’ 
Sita objects to the moral judgment given by Rama on forced and physi- © 


cal actions saying that though her person was touched by another, it was 


not a wilful act on her part*’. It is mind that does the action not the 


body, it is the intention that counts and that makes all the difference. 
Transmigration or Rebirth is closely related to the doctrine of karman 


but we find Valmiki having a firm faith in a happy immortality fora |. 


doer of meritorious deeds to be spent in the Heaven and a life in the 
Hell is certain for an evil-doer. The theory of Rebirth and the fear of 
dying again and again in worldly existence do not appear to have been 
-considered by the poet. There are, however, a few hints of sufferings 
because of actions in previous births but these may be taken at best to 
be the outbursts of afflicted persons in mental agony. DaSaratha, Rama, 
KauSalya, Sita, Tara curse themselves and believe that such calamities 
have befallen them because of sinful acts in previous births*. These 
cases do not necessarily mean that the poet recognizes the theory of 
karman «implying an interminable chain of births and deaths. In no 
place do we have an unequivocal assertion that the Jiva undergoes 
repeated births and deaths on account of deeds done in the past»**. 
Valmiki’s theory of karman becomes interesting when we hear that the 
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fruits of one’s good actions are transferable to others. Sarabhariga offers 
to Rama to enjoy the fruits of his good actions and Sutiksna desires 
Rama to live delightfully with his wife and brother in the regions won 
by his pious acts?’. The World, the Heaven, the Hell are all found to be 
recognized in the Ramdyana while the expression mdyd occurs in the 
sense of magic only and perhaps never in the sense as inculcated in the 
Upanisads or Vedanta. Valmiki’s treatment of the theory of karman 
explains it as a law of moral retribution and a theory of recompense by 
which the committed sin recoils on the doer as well as on the other 
members of the community. 

There are observations on the untrue nature and impermanence of 
the world. Rima advises Bharata about the ultimate perishable nature 
of the worldly existence, about the transitoriness of the world itself. 
He says that with associations and separations the life ends in death, 
everything is subject to decay and all elevated things are liable to be 
levelled down*. These observations take us unmistakably to the ideas 
of similar nature expressed in the Upanisads and the Gitda®. 

The influence of Kala, Time, and its sway on the world of beings 
are discussed at many places in the epic and Fate or Destiny plays an 
important role here. Most of the cases extolling Fate are observations 
by Rama. It appears that being hit again and again by unfortunate turn 
of events Rama has tried to seek consolation in the workings of Fate. 
Fate is generally considered in popular estimate as an absolute and 
irresistible force whose movement can neither be stopped nor turned 
aside. Man has no power to check its operation and can not but sur- 
render to its influence. Fate or Destiny is also variously referred to in 
the epic as daiva, vidhi, adrsta, niyati etc. having exalted power on 
human free-will and initiativeness. Valmiki seems to have identified 
K4la with death and destiny and in the popular literature of India 
these three terms have been used almost interchangeably. It is obser- 
ved that niyati is the prime cause in this world and the source of 
accomplishment of action, it leads man to action. The wise can per- 
ceive the works of Time and Dharma, Artha and Kama are all subject 
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to it. Kala has been said to be the creator and destroyer of all things 
and none is mightier than Time which is difficult to overcome. Rama 
holds Destiny as the only cause of his loss of the kingdom followed 
by the banishment. It is observed that all creatures are subject to 
Destiny and Destiny can not be set aside*”. 

Valmiki has indicated the power and influence of Kala and 
Destiny perhaps as a concession to the popular idea and philosophy 
since we find him criticizing the attitude of giving undue importance 
to daiva or Fate: kim ndéma krpanam daivam asaktam abhigamsasi? — 
why do you extol destiny which is weak and powerless?! Rama’s 
fatalism which may be called ‘a philosophy of mechanical determini- 
sm’ has been challenged by Laksmana very forcefully since he counts 
on manliness (purusakdra) only for the accomplishment of a desired 
object. He urges Rama to disregard destiny if he thinks it to be the 
cause of his losing the kingdom, it is only the weak and who has no 
energy, thinks Laksmana, advocates the path of destiny, while a 
valiant person with a composed mind pays no regard to it. Laksmana 
declares that people would now experience which is more powerful, 
destiny or manliness, and swears to defeat the evil agency of destiny 
by his manliness. He implores Rama to stop the movement of destiny 
with exertions since human initiative is a stronger force than the 
power of destiny which is invisible (adrsta)*. It is further observed in 
the Kiskindha kénda* that a person exercising intelligence is never 
defeated by Fate. It seems that Valmiki believes in the power of 
human exertions over adrsta or Fate and in that matter he is perhaps 
nearer to Manu who urges us to act and not to think on destiny“. 
Valmiki does not recommend to depend on fate for any success. Even 
if there be a destiny, Valmiki believes that human effort can change 
the course of destiny. According to the poet only the ignorant, the 
superstitious or the unmindful can believe in the force of destiny 
above human efforts. 


_ 40. VRa. VI.32.13; 48.19. 
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Of the four objects of human pursuit (caturvarga) or values of 
life, i.e., dharma, artha, kama, moksa, Valmiki speaks of the first 
three (trivarga) only and the fourth or the ideal of moksa in its accep- 
ted meaning seems to be absent in the Ramdyana. It has been obser- 
ved* that the writers of the epics were conscious of the ideal of moksa 
but they were more interested in the welfare of the common man for 
whom the moksa-concept has but little importance. In the Ramédyana, 
however, we do not find that the discussion on any moral concept of 
the age has been left out and that makes us to think reasonably that if 
the moksa-concept was known at that time it would not have escaped 
the attention of a poet like Valmiki. 

Dharma is not religion or a creed, it is essentially a mode of life, 
a social principle of right conduct regulating the activities of an indi- 
vidual as a member of the society so that he can reach the goal of 
human existence“®. But when an individual withdraws himself from 
all the pleasures and interests of the world, he needs the ideal of 
moksa more than that of the dharma. The purview of dharma is the 
samsdra and it is the norm for action for the world, but moksa is 
other-worldly and aims at cessation of actions. Valmiki’s concept of 
life is marked by the idea of a happy or miserable existence in heaven 
or in earth but does not seem to have advocated for a cessation of exi- 
stence. The pursuit of the dharma-ideal can not take one beyond the 
range of karman and transmigration while the moksa-ideal is outside 
the scope of the two. Right actions for the welfare of mankind, may 
be even on spiritual planes, comprise dharma but moksa is an inward 
exertion for the attainment of right knowledge to know the a@tman. 

Valmiki portrays Rama as an incarnation of dharma who profes- 
ses to uproot the evils (adharma) and establishes a realm of righteou- 
sness. As it is said Truth must prevail and dharma is the basis of Truth: 
dharmo hi paramo loke dharme satyam pratisthitam*’. In the 
Ramayana Valmiki uses the terms satya and dharma interchangeably. 
Valmiki advises to accumulate dharma and artha and through them 
kama, since kama without dharma and artha is nothing but lust. 
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Detached from the other two kama degenerates into frustration and no 
social or moral order can develop on man’s desires only. Kautilya has 
spoken* of artha as the chief among the three values but Valmiki pla- 
ces dharma as the supreme and declares that kama without a moral 
justification is a vile thing’’. Since very ancient times it has been 
emphasised in India to curb the force of kama by self-discipline and 


consequently to get to dharma. Valmiki is not in favour of asceticism - 


like many other ancient thinkers and recommends that kama should 
be done away with by one’s strong will, by intelligence etc. One 
should not escape from it but should overcome it. Artha has been 
considered to help the acquiring of dharma and it is instrumental to 
the culture of dharma*'. 

In the epic Laksmana favours artha as the only object of human 
effort and totally rejects dharma. He thinks dharma has no force to 
deliver Rama from his calamities. He does not accept the existence of 

_dharma since it can not be perceived. Had there been anything like 
dharma a personality of the stature of Rama would not have been 
subjected to so many catastrophic circumstances™. It is a veiled 
Carvaka logic, nevertheless it is a realistic criticism of the dharma- 
ideal. Laksmana further™ argues that a non-virtuous Ravana is hol- 
ding the upperhand.while Rama, an ideal virtuous one, is suffering so 
much. He feels that the results or effects so long assigned to dharma 
and adharma have not been rightly done as they produce opposite 
results. He is very strongly resenting the supreme position allotted to 
dharma when he argues that if destiny is all-powerful and everything 
is pre-determined and beyond the scope of man’s free-will, then 
performance of evil or meritorious things becomes immaterial®*. Why 
should dharma be sought after if it has not the power to change the 
course of destiny?°° In this way Laksmana criticises dharma and 
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destiny at length and it seems Valmiki is preaching a practical philo- 
sophy of morals. It is not that the poet does not believe in social or 
moral values but he thinks that asceticism or over-spiritualism can not 
be conducive to the welfare and well-being of a man. Laksmana does 
believe in social values but he is just practical and realistic in his 
approach and attitude*’. In his treatment of the subject Valmiki has 
projected himself as being more worldly in his ethical outlook. 
Valmiki does not believe in a fixed path for the dharma and to him 
_ morality requires to be determined by proper reflection®’. He thinks 
that the voice of conscience should guide a man in discerning his 
duty in every situation: buddhya yukt&@ mahaprajfiah vijananti 
subhdsubhe®. Valmiki calls Truth the real dharma of life, Truth is the 
supreme in the world. 
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